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This study was conducted to determine if attitudes toward and /or practices of ability
grouping for reading instruction have changed over the last thirteen years. Current research
was reported. A replication of a study by Wilson and Schmits (1978) was completed and
analyzed. The results suggest a fairly dramatic change in both attitudes toward and
practices of ability grouping. A collection of alternative methods were offered for teachers
looking for options to the ability grouping method of teaching reading.
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CHAPTER I
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
INTRODUCTION
The bulk of research on ability grouping does not support the idea that this
management system improves reading achievement for any but a small minority of
students. Although research has failed to support ability grouping, a number of studies
have been able to measure some negative effects of ability grouping. Dreeben and Barr
(1988) found that teachers offered differential instruction among ability groups, with the
higher aptitude students getting more reading instruction time and therefore covering more
reading curriculum.
Abadzi (1985) stated that learning contexts also differed dramatically across groups.
She described a large school district where the practice was to provide separate curriculum
instruction to high ability students. These students received additional subjects not
available to the regular students plus more highly qualified teachers and additional resource
materials. Although these differential contexts resulted in gains the first year, these gains
were not maintained in the long run.
Eder (1983) suggested that first graders' early academic self-concept is negatively
influenced by both cross-group and within-group comparison. Evidence of a
compounding result of ability grouping was suggested by Felmlee and Eder (1983) when
their statistics showed that there was a development of group effects over time. For
example, students that have poor attending skills were often put in low reading groups.
The continual exposure to inattention during lessons contributed to and reinforced the
problem behavior in these students, therefore making the problem worse instead of better.
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PROBLEM
Negative publicity regarding the practice of ability grouping also occurred prior to
the mid-seventies. Wilson and Schmits (1978) studied this issue at that time. Their study
included a questionnaire to measure teachers' attitudes about ability grouping, their
knowledge of what the research revealed about ability grouping and their actual use of
ability grouping in the classroom. Of the teachers surveyed, 74% practiced ability
grouping. Within this group, 66% were unaware of research findings on the practice of
ability grouping, but surprisingly, of the 34% that were aware of research findings, the
majority still favored ability grouping. Certainly there has been more research in the last
thirteen years about ability grouping but has this information filtered down to teachers in
the classroom?

Have attitudes and practices regarding grouping changed in the last

thirteen years? To answer these last two questions, teachers were asked to respond to the
questionnaire developed by Wilson and Schmits, so that a comparison could be made
between the views of teachers today and those of teachers thirteen years ago, on the value
and use of ability grouping.

If ability grouping still dominates the management of reading instruction, perhaps it
is because teachers do not know alternative models they can use with confidence. Ability
grouping is one legitimate method and it has appropriate uses, but it has been over-relied
upon in the past (Unsworth, 1984). There are workable alternatives to ability grouping and
teachers need to be made aware of them. Teachers also need to receive training in a number
of these methods to develop a multidimentional approach to the teaching of reading which
will ensure the best learning for all students.
PURPOSE
The purpose of this study was threefold. The first purpose was to report current
research findings on the practice of ability grouping. The second purpose was to replicate
the study conducted by Wilson and Schmits ( 1978) to see if attitudes and/or practices have
changed in the last thirteen years. The third purpose was to make available a collection of
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alternative methods for those teachers looking for options to the ability group method of
teaching reading.
HYPOTHESES
The following null hypotheses will be tested on each of the twelve questions
presented in the questionnaire:
When comparing teacher responses to the original questionnaire developed by Wilson
and Schmits (1978) and a current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no
statistically significant differences in:
1. teachers' acceptance of the accuracy of placement according to
standardized tests.
2. teachers' acceptance of the instructional effectiveness of ability
grouping based on their experience.
3. teachers' belief that cooperation is higher in homogeneous groups.
4. teachers' belief that advanced students are easier to teach in
homogeneous groups.
5. teachers' belief that average students are easier to teach in
homogeneous groups.
6. teachers' belief that low-achieving students are easier to teach in
homogeneous groups.
7. teachers' belief that students try harder in homogeneous groups.
8. teachers' belief that discipline is easier in homogeneous groups.
9. teachers' belief that low ability students were less discouraged in
homogeneous groups.
10. teachers' actual use of ability grouping in their classrooms.
11. teachers' belief about whether research does or does not &upport the
practice of ability grouping.
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12. teachers' belief about which groups benefit most from the practice of
ability grouping.
LIMITATIONS
The questionnaire was administered in only one school district and therefore the
results are subject to possible local attitudes or influences. Poor clarity was a problem with
some of the questions, specifically the use of both the terms homogeneous and ability
group, and therefore some of the answers may not be accurate. Another problem with the
replication was that if practices have changed in ways other than strictly using ability
groups or never using ability groups, then the questions become very difficult to answer
with yes or no responses. Nine percent of the total replies were not calculable because
subjects wrote qualifying comments rather than answering yes or no.
DEFINITION OF TERMS
For clarity the terms used will be defined as follows:
Ability Grouping: teaching together students who function similarly in achievement
(Abadzi, 1985).
Academic Self-Concept: students' own perception of how well they do in school
work, formed from students' perceived standing when compared to other students and
also on other students' and teachers' perceived opinion of their ability (Eder, 1983).
Accountability: the ability to demonstrate that learning has taken place (Paradis,
Chatton, Boswell, Smith, & Yovich, 1991).
Aptitude: a student's readiness for learning; a natural tendency or potential for a
particular subject matter.
Core Book: a selection taught in the classroom with careful reading, in depth
consideration, and follow-up writing and discussion (Zarrillo, 1989).
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Differential Instruction: a variation of teaching according to group composition.
This variation can refer to the amount or type of teacher-student interaction or to content
pacing (Rowan & Miracle, 1983).
Flexible Groupin&: teaching groups are formed but membership changes often and
the groups are formed frequently for varied purposes (Unsworth, 1984).
Homo&eneous Groupin&: a synonym for ability grouping.
Leaming Context: the immediate environment in which the student is expected to
learn; the set of circumstances that constitute a learning situation.
Literature-based Reading: instructional practices and student activities using novels,
short stories, informational books, plays, and poems to teach students to read (Zarrillo,
1989).
Literature Unit: a teaching unit with a unifying literary element such as genre, author
or theme.
Self-esteem: the overall feeling a person has about him or herself; self-respect.
When the overall feeling is positive it is described as high self-esteem and when negative it
is described as low self-esteem (Eder, 1983).
Self-pacing Program: students are given time for reading at school and read and
respond to literature at their own natural speed. Some will complete more novels than
others (Zarrillo, 1989).
Self-selection: a practice where students choose the novels they will read on their
own.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The initial portion of this chapter reports the results of the current research on ability
grouping, and the remainder of the chapter reports the results of the current research on five
alternative methods of instruction.
Ability grouping has been used for a long time. Wilson and Schmits (1978) state
that it has been strongly supported by teachers for the last fifty years. A study of the
research on the effects of ability grouping does not seem to warrant this immense support.
Although the results of the research on ability grouping is mixed, showing both positive
and negative outcomes, the majority of the outcomes are negative.
EFFECTS OF ABILITY GROUPING
Heibert (1983) found few studies that tested the effects of reading ability group
placement on reading achievement, but of those found, the general conclusion was that
ability grouping was not able to raise achievement. Kulik and Kulik (1984) reviewed 78
studies which measured achievement and found that homogeneous grouping raised
achievement an average of .15 standard deviations which would equate to a 1.5 month gain
on a grade equivalency scale. Abadzi (1985) reported that a review of hundreds of studies
since 1920 conclude that primarily superior students may benefit from ability grouping.
It is well known that students begin the development of their academic self-concept
through early school experiences. For the most part this is the first time students compare
themselves with others academically. Eder (1983) suggests that ability grouped instruction
for first grade reading causes children to compare themselves to others according to which
group they are in and also according to their placement within that group. These
comparisons lead students to form, very early, their academic self-concept.
Self-concept was also explored by Abadzi (1985) in a long term study of fourth through
sixth graders in a large school district in Texas. Students took the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills (1985) in the spring of the year prior to the beginning of the study and each year until
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the end of the study. The Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (1985) was also
administered prior to the study and in each grade thereafter. Self-esteem score differences
between the high and low groups were not significant when administered the pretest but
were when administered the posttest.
Alexander and McDill (1976) and Weinstein (1976) demonstrated that ability
grouping actually increased achievement differentials among groups. This finding
motivated other researchers to try to discover why grouping systems would have this
effect. One line of investigation centered on the idea of differential instruction being
offered to students in different groups. Rowan and Miracle (1983), in summarizing the
results of these studies, state that students in different groups were treated differently with
the higher ability group members being treated more favorably than the lower ability group
members. The higher ability students received more instructional time and more positive
reinforcement from the teacher than did low ability students.
Dreeben and Barr (1988) expanded on the inequities of ability grouping by asserting
that high aptitude groups received more challenging basal material, more content coverage
and more reading time than low aptitude groups. Another factor that was considered is the
amount of influence the learning environment of each group had on the achievement of its
members. In an in-depth study of a first grade classroom Eder and Felmlee (1983) found
evidence of dramatically different learning contexts in high and low ability groups. The
observed differences in student behavior and teacher management were caused by a number
of factors with some of these factors being interdependent. While discussing the
observation of reading group lessons, Eder ( 1981) stated, "..lower groups are likely to
have more inattentive behavior due in part to the fact that students who are perceived to be
immature and inattentive are often assigned to lower groups" (p. 154). This initial
inattentive behavior either stimulated like behavior from other students in the group or
distracted them from the task at hand.
Felmlee and Eder ( 1983) examined ability groups and coded for inattention. While
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controlling for individual characteristics and previous individual inattention they found a
strong negative effect on student attentiveness in lower ability groups. They observed that
the higher the student aptitude the lower the rate of inattention during lessons. Data
showed low groups to be inattentive over twice as often as high groups. As reading turns
lengthened, inattention increased, and lower groups tended to have longer reading turns.
Data from their study also indicated that group effects on inattention developed over time.
The researchers expressed the belief that ".. the longer the students are exposed to a group
environment, the stronger its effects become. This provides additional evidence that the
ability group effect is a function of the classroom environment and not individual
differences" (p.85).
Wuthruck (1990) gives a detailed documentation of the differences between typical
high and low ability reading groups. She describes the high ability group as normally
being taught first and for a longer period of time. She states that in this group the teacher
smiles, leans toward students, maintains eye contact and in general creates a warm
teaching atmosphere. The criticism is friendly, respectful and gentle. Silent reading is
emphasized over oral, round-robin reading. Self correction of errors is encouraged at the
end of meaning units, and questioning, which is encouraged, also focuses on meaning.
She describes the low ability group as being taught for a shorter amount of time daily and
that the lessons cover less material which is also of a less appealing nature. The teacher
corrects the student at the point of error instead of at the end of meaning units and allows
(in fact encourages) spontaneous word correction from peers in the group. Low ability
group members are allowed less time for self-correction than their more competent peers.
The general reading environment is somewhat negative as teachers' body language often
consists of frowning, finger-pointing, and leaning away from interactions. Teachers ask
literal questions and offer simplified lessons. The main teaching focus is on isolated skills
and non-reading activities and therefore stories may be prolonged past students' interest in
the content.
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Wuthrick (1990) states that low ability students feel that success in reading is beyond
their personal control. She says:
Their inability to achieve in school influences their attitude toward reading:
because they don't read well, they avoid reading. This aversion, coupled
with the kind of instruction detailed above,virtually guarantees that once a
child is assigned to the Crows, he or she is unlikely to leave the flock.
(p.555)
Gameron (1986) conducted a tightly controlled study to distinguish between effects
resulting from group membership and labeling, and effects from the different instruction
given in each group. Gameron found that the institutional practice of ability grouping
students according to ability in reading did not in itself affect learning. Rather the variation
that was seen in learning between these groups was a result of a variation in instruction.
If Gameron ( 1986) is correct in his conclusion that it is the variability of instruction

within groups that limits learning in lower groups, then Young's evidence(1990) that
follows becomes quite disturbing. Young documents four studies from 1983 to 1986 that
verify the restriction of movement from group to group regardless of achievement within
groups. He summarizes that children often stay in the same group from year to year partly
because that membership is determined on the basis of the basal that was last completed.
Add to that the fact that these students do not have any independent control over the pacing
of their basal lessons and the fixed nature of their placement becomes clear.
Many researched findings about ability grouping indicate that ability grouping was
negative for many students. Ignoring the fact that a majority of teachers sampled by
Wilson and Schmits (1978) were unaware of the research findings on ability grouping,
there are other factors that may be responsible for its popularity. The system has an
inherent logic, it seems to make sense for teachers to narrow the ability range so that
instruction can be a better fit to instructional level. The typical group use of basal material
makes it difficult for students to change groups if basal use continues as students are in
different books within the same series. Regrouping would cause some students to repeat
material and others to skip material. If the prior grade level continues to sustain an ability
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group in a school- wide adopted basal series, the teacher would face this problem with
students every year.
A current trend in reading instruction however, is to move from ability grouping in
basal readers and follow-up workbooks, to self-selected, purposeful reading and writing
activities. Some opposition to basal readers is caused because basal stories are often
contrived and oversimplified. They are difficult for early readers because there is no
obvious patterning and poor predictability (Wood & O'Donnell 1991 ). Another weakness
is that basals are not designed for students to get silent reading practice because they are
teacher directed and interactive, employing frequent skill practice breaks.
ALTERNATIVE INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES
The following five instructional practices have been researched recently with
encouraging results: Independent Silent Reading, Cooperative Learning, Paired Reading,
Flexible Grouping, and Literature Based Reading. A support base for each of these
practices will be documented in the remainder of this chapter and a detailed procedure for
using these methods will be offered in Appendix D.
Independent Silent Reading
Independent Silent Reading is an effective way to individualize reading instruction
(Dawson, 1983). Some of the time children spend filling out reading skill dittos needs to
be traded for quiet time where students simply read silently. Wood and O'Donnell (1991)
state: "Research has clearly demonstrated that the amount of independent silent reading
children do in school is significantly related to gains in reading achievement" (p, 101).
Allington (1977) has long been an advocate of silent reading during class time. He states
that "To develop skill and fluency in reading one must practice the act of reading" (p. 58).
Dawson (1983) justifies this type of time use as follows: "Independent reading is a major
source of vocabulary growth and reading fluency is significantly related to reading
achievement gains" (p. 364). Yet Dawson finds that in the past most children in elementary
school have spent only seven or eight minutes a day silent reading.
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Cooperative Learnin&
Harp (1989) and Dawson (1983) both support Cooperative Learning as
a strong alternative to ability grouping. Cooperative Learning is a model that uses
heterogeneous groups of two to five students that work on team tasks and are rewarded on
the basis of the team's overall performance. This method usually consists of four
components: (1) teacher instruction, (2) team practice (which involves student directed
mastery of the material given), (3) individual assessment, and (4) team recognition (which
includes some type of group attention or reward for achievement). Research shows not
only achievement gains but positive effects on students learning attitudes and self-concept
(Harp, 1989; Dawson, 1983). Various cooperative learning models are recommended by
Johnson and Johnson (1974), Slavin (1983), Madden (1988), and Young (1990).
Stevens, Madden, Slavin, and Famish ( 1987) found significant effects on standardized
measures of reading comprehension, reading vocabulary, language mechanics, language
expression, and spelling after using the Cooperative Integrated Reading and Composition
model (CIRC). CIRC uses a cooperative learning approach to teach reading, writing, and
language arts instruction. Madden (1988) points out that cooperative learning offers an
important side benefit in that students are not only gaining experience in reading tasks but
also learning to function productively as a group member. He recommends that
cooperative learning is best used as a supplement to existing methods.
Paired Readin&
Paired reading matches ... "a more able child helping a less able child in a cooperative
working pair carefully organised by a teacher" ( Topping, 1989, p.489,sic). The material
being read is self-selected by the tutee and is at a reading level that is somewhat above their
own but within the competency range of their tutor. Topping found that both tutors and
tutees improved their reading skills, that the tutoring process inspired self-discipline, that
the interaction was positive, and that these positive results extended beyond the tutoring
situation. The program has been used in New Zealand and substantial gains in reading
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have been reported.
Azarowicz (1983) offers a variation of the paired reading model called "The Shared
Silent Reading Method". In this model the pair consists of a "reader" and a "listener". The
reader reads the material silently while the listener is engaged in some other quiet task.
Then the reader paraphrases the material for the listener and answers any questions.
Azarowicz concludes that when done properly this activity benefits both partners. The
listener and reader both receive information but the reader also gains practice in
paraphrasing, summarizing, and explaining ideas.Haynes and Fillner (1984) report finding
significant positive correlations "between pupils' ability to paraphrase sentences and
reading comprehension" (p. 78). These findings seem to support the practice of paired
reading and paraphrasing.
Labbo and Teale (1990) conducted a small study that involved cross-age reading
between kindergarten and low-achieving fifth grade readers. Their research was inspired
by positive results of cross-age reading done with regularly skilled subjects in the past.
They included a component of "repeated oral reading with an emphasis on reading as
performance" (p.363) to combat the weak fluency problem that many of the low-achieving
students exhibit. The study showed six out of seven individuals improved their poor
reading habits. They became more active readers and, after the program, they found that
they could read orally with more confidence and pleasure than before the program. In a
flexible reading program there could be real value in the inclusion of this program for
appropriate individuals.
Flexible Grouping
A past criticism of ability grouping is that its members are locked in position
regardless of their individual progress. One interpretation of flexible grouping is that the
group membership changes frequently. In a flexible group periodic diagnosis and
observation ensures movement to a different ability group when appropriate. Flexible
grouping also means that students divide their reading time between groups based on like
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ability, whole group instruction, and groups based on some other criteria which would
often result in a heterogeneous mix of students. Unsworth (1984) describes theme-based
reading units where students are grouped as independent learners, average learners, below
average learners, or highly-dependent learners. Students move through center-based and
whole group instruction with varying degrees of teacher interaction and regroup
heterogeneously for sharing and concluding. In this plan, groups from two to three to
whole group are not permanent but break-up and reform according to skill need.
Young (1990) sees flexible grouping as a plan where whole group instruction is the
mode of delivery for the main concepts needed by all students, but individual small groups
are then pulled by the teacher to serve specific needs. "The most effective teachers use a
combination of whole group and small group instruction" (p.174). One of these small
groups might be called a needs group where a heterogeneous mix of students would be
pulled together to work on similar skill needs. They work in this group until they
demonstrate mastery at which point their grouping would change. Young also promotes
the use of interest groups, as a strong interest in a subject greatly increases motivation to
read material and often allows students to transcend previous reading levels. This plan
allows students of various skill levels to work together successfully and leads to an
improved attitude toward reading.
Unsworth (1984) concludes:
Progress toward more open, individualised, small group learningin classrooms
depends on teachers developing sophisticated approaches to organising
learning. The key issue is the importance of professional educators
maintaining a personal and individual response to the developing needs of
young learners in the face of pressure toward uniform, mechanical,
prepackaged solutions.(p.303. sic)
Literature-Based Readin~
Literature-based reading programs are enjoying current popularity as evidenced by
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the large amount of journal articles being written about the programs. Weaver (1988)
describes literature-based reading as presentations and activities where "children become
involved with quality literature on both a personal and group basis" (p.253). She suggests
that the concept of reflection and dialogue are of primary importance in this approach. But
Zarrillo(1989) defines literature-based reading as student activities and instructional
practices wherein students use numerous and varied types of reading material including
novels, short stories, plays, poems and informational books. Literature in his definition
means a variety of reading material rather that an indicator of quality. Therefore exact
definitions may vary with individuals, but the general idea is that students receive
instruction in reading through various forms of children's literature rather than a prescribed
basal reading plan.
Eldredge and Butterfield (1984) tested five teaching strategies on second grade
students. These strategies compared traditional basal instruction in homogeneous groups to
basal instruction in heterogeneous groups, using paired reading methods, to a literature
based program also using paired reading methods. Some groups were also taught a special
non-basal decoding program developed by Eldredge in 1984. Of the five methods studied,
achievement gains were highest in both literature groups over the three basal plans. The
literature group with the special encoding received the highest gains of all. Eldredge and
Butterfield summarized the results as follows: "The use of children's literature to teach
children to read had a positive effect upon students' achievement and attitudes toward
reading - much greater than the traditional methods used" (p.35). They also stated, "The
use of heterogeneous grouping did affect achievement positively" (p.35).This study
supports teachers who want to teach children to read through literature. Although the
readibility of most of the literature used was found to be third, fourth, and above, the
students successfully read and enjoyed reading these books. The achievement of and
attitudes toward reading were improved (Eldredge and Butterfield, 1986).
Zarrillo (1989) described two studies on literature based reading programs from
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1986 to 1988 in the California Public Schools. He identified three teacher interpretations of
literature-based reading programs: (1) core book interpretation, ( 2) literature unit
interpretation, and ( 3) self-selection and pacing interpretation. He found five common
elements in all successful programs: (1) presentation of literature, (2) students response
to literature (writing - discussion), (3) individual time (self-selected, self-paced, reading
time in class), (4) teacher-directed lessons (these varied as needs did - between whole
group, small group, or individual interaction), and (5) projects (numerous forms that
extended individual's interaction with and interpretation of the book. Zarrillo found that
successful programs combined all three interpretations and incorporated the five common
elements. He cautioned against the practice of forcing all students to read any one
particular core book as that practice does not allow for individual reading ability and
interest. He suggested that literature was too often forced into a textbook mold where it
lost its power, advised balancing common activities and student selected activities, and
recommended being flexible in grouping plans.
A number of local grade school educators have implemented a self-selection, selfpaced literature based program which encompasses all of Zarrillo's built-in elements.
Brown (1991) presented her program in a workshop at Columbia Elementary School in
Wenatchee. Brown and others at Columbia found that the program was very successful at
building enthusiasm toward reading. The program is new and at this time does not test for
achievement gains.
Being accountable for what is taught in reading is a current pressure being placed on
educators. Paradis, Chatton, Boswell, Smith and Yovich (1991), educators with extensive
experience in literature based instruction at the elementary level, worked together for a year
to find an instrument to assess comprehension in literature groups. They felt that
standardized tests did not accurately assess their students' abilities. Their goal was to find
informal assessment tools for both small group discussion and individual, student - teacher
interaction. Their year of work convinced them that pre-determined skill lists developed by
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others did not work well. Assessment tools and recording instruments needed to be
personally developed to meet individual class needs.
Only the teachers knew what children should do in their classrooms
to demonstrate comprehension. Each teacher had to decide the
specific indicators for that classroom. The day has passed of
telling a teacher, "This is the list of skills to be mastered for
comprehension." (p. 17)
A practical approach might be to start with their evolved comprehension indicators
documented in Appendix D, but accept that one will need to make changes for a fit to their
individual classroom.
Although ability grouping has an historical basis and enjoys a continuing popularity in
practice, the research strongly suggests that to provide the best learning environment for the
majority of students we must curtail the over use of this method. The job now is to
convince the teaching community that this replacement is necessary and to inform them of
the numerous alternative methods which have been field-tested with positive results. The
answer to obtaining reading achievement gains without damaging student attitude and
academic self-concept may be in combining a number of methods to provide an active,
multidimentional reading program in which students have multiple and varied ways of
achieving.
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CHAPTER III
PROCEDURESOFTHESJVDY
PURPOSE
The purpose of this study was threefold. The first purpose was to report current
research findings on the practice of ability grouping. The second purpose was to replicate a
study by Wilson and Schmits (1978) to see if attitudes and/or practices have changed in
the last thirteen years. The third purpose was to make available a collection of alternative
methods for those teachers looking for options to the ability group method of teaching
reading.
SUBJECTS
The sample consisted of 80 elementary school teachers in the Eastmont School
District in East Wenatchee, Washington. They taught grades kinder-garten through fifth
grade. The teachers' experience ranged from first year teachers to those nearing retirement.
The East Wenatchee community has historically had an agricultural base of orcharding, but
the amount of orchard land in the area is declining. The trend is for more of the migrant
population to stay year round and they are becoming a permanent part of the school
population. Non-agricultural, large scale employers in the area are Alcoa Aluminum ,
Wenatchee Valley Clinic and Central Washington Hospital.
INSTRUMENT
The instrument was an exact duplication of the questionnaire administered by
Wilson and Schmits (1978) except a thirteenth item was added, which gave the
respondent an opportunity to include any comments they might have about ability
grouping. Questions numbered one through eleven allowed three possible responses:
yes, no, or undecided. Question number twelve allowed four possible responses: low,
average, high, or all.
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PROCEDURE
Permission to circulate the questionnaire was secured from the district in October,
1991. Eighty questionnaires were sent to all classroom teachers of grades kindergarten
through five in the Eastmont School District. A cover letter explaining the nature of the
research was sent with the questionnaire and an addressed return envelope was included.
A tea bag was enclosed with each questionnaire to encourage completion; the idea being
that the respondent could complete the questionnaire while relaxing with a cup of tea. Also,
inter-office mail made return easy for respondents to return the questionnaire.
The questionnaires were delivered on October 28th and three weeks were allowed
for return. Of the eighty questionnaires mailed sixty-six were returned (73% ). Of those
sixty-six, eight were not tallied because of added qualifying notes instead of yes or no
replies to questions. Fifty-eight questionnaires were tabulated to form the data base.
DATA ANALYSIS
The Chi-Square test was used to measure whether there were any statistically
significant differences between the original responses and the current responses. The
critical value for questions one through ten, with .df=2, at the .05 level of significance, was
5.99 and for question eleven through twelve, with df=3, it was 7.81.
PROCEDURES FOR ALTERNATIVE INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES
While reviewing the literature on ability grouping, many researchers offered
alternative methods for teaching reading effectively. There were different views of what
should be done instead of, or in combination with, ability grouping. Also, close attention
was paid to the subjects ofreading inservice offerings and the current topics in'teacher
magazines. Five alternatives that had strong research bases and which could be adapted to
a variety of teaching styles were chosen. Some of the alternatives had common elements
but would be better for some teaching styles than others. The goal was to offer something
for every teacher. The project portion is included as an appendix and this portion of the
thesis is to be delivered to each school that participated in the questionnaire replication. The
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five alternative methods are: (1) independent silent reading, (2) cooperative learning, (3)
paired reading, (4) flexible grouping, and (5) literature based reading.
The research base was documented both in Chapter Two and in the Appendices as the
individual schools did not want the whole research paper reported, but the author wanted
them to pave access to the research base. The detailed procedure for each method was
included in the Appendices so that teachers could actually begin to use a method if they so
chose.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this study was threefold. The first purpose was to determine
current research findings on the practice of ability grouping. The second purpose was to
replicate a study by Wilson and Schmits (1978) to see if attitudes and/or practices have
changed in the last thirteen years. The third purpose was to make available a collection of
alternative methods for those teachers looking for options to the ability group method of
teaching reading.
The Chi-Square test was used to measure whether there were any statistically
significant differences between the original responses and the current responses. The
critical value for questions one through ten, with .df=2, at the .05 level of significance, was
5.991, and for question eleven through twelve, with .df=3, it was 7.81. Eighty-three
percent of the questions were returned and of these, eighty-eight percent were clearly
completed and usable for data. The results of the data testing hypothesis one through
hypothesis twelve is reported in tables one through twelve which follow.
When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant differences
in the:
1. teachers' acceptance of the accuracy of placement according to standardized tests.
Significant differences were found with x2 = 22.6. Therefore the null hypothesis one was
rejected.
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Table 1
Acceptance of Placement Accuracy
Wilson&
Schmits

Yes
158.2

No

I 36.7
26

72

I 21.3

133.8
Replication

20

32

Totals

92

58

Undecided
I 5.1
2
I 2.9
6

Total
100
58

158

8
x2 = 22.6

.o5 x2 (df=2) = 5.99

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
the:
2. teachers' acceptance of the instructional effectiveness of ability grouping based on
their experience. Significant differences were found with x2 = 22.5. Therefore the null
hypothesis two was rejected.
Table2
Experiential Acceptanceoflnstructional Effectiveness
Yes

No

Undecided

Total

Wilson&
Schmits

92

8

0

Replication

36

19

3

58

Totals

128

27

3

158

.1

100
1.

.o5 x2 (df = 2) = 5.99

x2 = 22.5

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits ( 1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
the:
3. teachers' belief that cooperation is higher in homogeneous groups. Significant
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differences were found with x2 = 17.2. Therefore the null hypothesis three was rejected.
Table3
Cooperation in Homogeneous Groups

Wilson&
Schmits

Yes
165.8
77

No

I 26.6
20

I 38.2

I 15.4

Replication

27

22

Totals

104

42

Undecided
I 7.6
3
I 4.4
9
12

Total
100
58
158

x2 = 11.2

.o5 x2 (df = 2) = 5.99

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
the:
4. teachers' belief that advanced students are easier to teach in homogeneous groups.
No significant differences were found on lhis ilem with x2 = 2.48. Therefore the null
hypothesis four was accepted.
Table4
Ease of Teaching Advanced in Homogeneous Groups
No

Undecided
.4
3

Total

Wilson&
Schmits

87

10

Replication

45

9

4

58

Totals

132

19

7

158

12.0

.o5 x2 (df

=2) =5.99

x2

100

=2.48

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
the:
5. teachers' belief that average students are easier to teach in homogeneous groups.
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Significant differences were found with x2 = 6.46. Therefore null hypothesis five was
rejected.
Table5
Ease of Teaching Average in Homogeneous Groups
Wilson&
Schmits

Yes
172.4
79

No
I 22.4

Undecided

18

I 5.2

3

I 12.6

140.6

Total
100

I 2.8

Replication

34

17

5

56

Totals

113

35

8

156

.o5 x2 = (df

=2) =5.99

x2 = 6.46

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits ( 1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
the:
6. teachers' belief that low-achieving students are easier to teach in homogeneous
groups. No significant differences were found with x2 = 1.99. Therefore the null
hypothesis six was accepted.
Table6
Ease of Teaching Low-Achieving in Homogeneous Groups
No

Undecided

Total

Wilson&
Schmits

77

3

100

Replication

36

2

58

Totals

113

5

158

40

.o5 x2 = (df = 2) = 5.99

x2 = 1.99

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
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the:
7. teachers' belief that students try harder in homogeneous groups. Significant
differences were found with x2 = 21.7. Therefore the null hypothesis seven was rejected.
Table?
Higher Effort in Homogeneous Groups
Yes
165.2

No

I 26.6

Undecided
I 8.2
2
I 4.8

Total

Wilson&
Schmits

77

Replication

26

21

11

58

Totals

103

42

13

158

21

I 15.4

137.8

.o5 x2 (df =2)

100

=5.99

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
the:
8. teachers' belief that discipline was easier in homogeneous groups. Significant

differences were found with x2 = 7.56. Therefore the null hypothesis eight was rejected.
Table8
Ease of Discipline in Homogeneous Groups
No

Yes

Undecided

Total

Wilson&
64.0

Schmits

72

23

5

100

Replication

29

24

5

58

Totals

101

47

10

158

.o5 x2 (df =2)

=5.99

x2

=7.56

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference in
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the:
9. teachers' belief that low-ability students were less discouraged in homogeneous
groups. Significant differences were found with x2 = 13.0. Therefore the null
hypothesis nine was rejected.
Table9
Less Discouragement For Low-Ability in Homogeneous Groups
Yes
I 63.9

No

I 31.7

Wilson&
Schmits

74

Replication

27

26

Totals

101

50

24

I 18.3

137.1

Undecided
I 4.4
2
I 2.6
5

7

Total
100
58
158

x2 = 13.o

.o5 x2 (df = 2) = 5.99

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits ( 1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant differences
in the:
10. teachers actual use of ability grouping in their classrooms. Significant
differences were found with x2 = 37.5. Therefore the null hypothesis ten was rejected.

Table 10
Actual Use of Ability Grouping in Classrooms
Yes

No

Undecided

Total

Wilson&
Schmits

74

6

100

Replication

17

1

58

Totals

91

7

158

.o5 x2 (df

60

=2) =5.99

x2 = 37.5

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits (1978) and a
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current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no statistically significant difference
m:

11. teachers' belief about whether research does or does not support the practice of
ability grouping. Significant differences were found with x2 = 9.27. Therefore the null
hypothesis eleven was rejected.
Table 11
Belief in Research Support For Ability Grouping

y es
I 22.2

undec1'ded

Replication

15

15

27

No Resoonse
l 3.1
4
34.2
I 1.8
1

Totals

35

25

93

5

Wilson&
Schmits

20

N0

I 15.8
66

10

I 12.8

Tota

I 58.9

I

I 9.2

100
58
158

x2 = 9.27

.o5 x2 (df = 3) = 7.81

When comparing the original questionnaire by Wilson and Schmits ( 1978) and a
current replication of the questionnaire, there will be no significant difference in the:

12. teachers' belief about which groups benefit most from the practice of ability
grouping: low, average, high, or all groups. Significant differences were found with x2 =

10.19. Therefore the null hypothesis twelve was rejected.
Table 12
Groups That Benefit Most From Ability Grouping
Low

31

Average
11.
13

26

100

Replication

7

5

13

54

Totals

38

18

39

Wilson&
Schmits

.o5 x2 (df = 3) = 7.81

All

59
x2 = 10.19

Total

154

CHAPTERY
SUMMARY.CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

SUMMARY
The purpose of this study was threefold. The first purpose was to report current
research findings on the practice of ability grouping. The second purpose was to replicate a
study by Wilson and Schmits (1978) to see if attitudes and/or practices have changed in the
last thirteen years. The third purpose was to make available a collection of alternative
methods for those teachers looking for options to the ability group method of teaching
reading.
The questionnaire developed by Wilson and Schmits (1978) was duplicated and
distributed to eighty elementary school educators in the Eastmont School District. Fifty
-eight returned questionnaires formed the data-base. For questions one through ten the
Chi-Square test, df = 2, at the .05 level of significance, was used to determine whether a
statistically significant difference existed between the responses on the original
questionnaire and the current one. For questions eleven and twelve the Chi-Square test,~

= 3, at the .05 level of significance, was used

for the same purpose.

CONCLUSIONS
When the null hypothesis is rejected, it can be concluded that teachers' attitudes
regarding the use of ability grouping for reading instruction has changed in the last 13
years, and conversely, when it is accepted, it can be concluded that these attitudes have not
changed. Of the twelve questions that were tested only two hypotheses were not rejected,
those being number four and six which dealt with the ease of teaching both high and
low-achievement students in homogeneous groups. The ten other null hypotheses were
rejected. Rejection of hypotheses number 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, and 12 indicate that
teachers have changed their ideas on ability grouping. Thirteen years ago teachers were
confident in the placement of students in ability groups through standardized tests, but
currently they question this practice. This could mean that teachers do not feel standardized
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tests correctly measure students abilities. Educators now know that many factors other
than ability are involved, such as the student's well-being on that particular day, the
immediate environment during testing, and the students attitude about testing in general.
There has been a decline in the number of teachers who feel that ability grouping promotes
cooperation among peers, and teachers have less confidence in ability grouping's
effectiveness in general than they did thirteen years ago. This could reflect the fact that the
current trend in education is to move away from competition among students and toward
cooperation among students, and the tracking mentality of ability grouping does not fit
with this new tendency. In an ability grouped situation positive models are lacking and
students are poorly equiped to help each other.
Currently more teachers feel students give less effort in ability groups and there has
also been a decline in the number of teachers that feel discipline is easier with this method.
While about half the respondents in the recent questionnaire still agree that low-ability
students are less discouraged when taught in ability groups, this does show a large decline
in this belief as three-fourths of the teachers felt this way in the original questionnaire.
Hypotheses four and six measured the ease of teaching high-ability and low-ability
students in homogeneous groups. Neither showed significant differences.

This would

indicate that the majority of the teachers questioned still believe it is easier to teach both
high ability and low ability students in homogeneous groups. This result does not indicate
that they believe it is better for the students, just easier for the teacher.
On question five, regarding the ease of teaching the average student in homogeneous
groups, an

c2 = 6.46 shows a significant difference.

Apparently the opinion is that ability

grouping does not make it easier to teach average students. This opinion fits in with the
historical rationale that the high-ability students are held back when not ability grouped, and
the low-ability students are unable to keep up when not ability grouped, but the average
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student could do reasomihly well with a numher of different methods.
Question eleven showed significant differences with c2 =9.27. This suggested a
teacher attitude change about research, and when you look at the numbers you find that
while in 1978 only 30% of the respondents thought they knew what the research
supported, in 1991 52% felt they did. As many as 66% were undecided about what the
research supported in 1978 and in 1991 only 47% were undecided. So although the
figures still show a split between what teachers think the research supports, many more are
aware of at least some of the research, than they were in 1978.
The results on question twelve are easy to report but difficult to interpret. There was
a significant difference with c2 =10.19 but the changes do not occur where the other data
would lead one to expect them to. The question specifically states, "Which group benefits
most?" The inference was, "Which group benefits most from ability grouping?" The
responses changed as follows:
Questionnaires - Which Group Benefits Most?
1978

1991

High

31%

24%

Average

13%

9%

Low

26%

13%

All

30%

54%

These figures would indicate that fewer teachers think high or low groups benefit most
from ability grouping. The opinions about the average groups have not changed much, but
the figures indicate that many more teachers currently think that ability grouping benefits all
groups. This attitude does not correspond to the previous answers so one must conclude
that clarity was a problem with this question.
Question number ten, which measured the change in the actual practice of ability
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grouping, received c2 =37 .5, the highest score on any question asked. The number of
teachers practicing ability grouping decreased from 74% to 29% and conversely, those
answering that they did not practice it increased from 20% to 69%. These results are close
to a straight reversal. Therefore one can infer that the practice of ability grouping for
reading instruction has changed dramatically over the last thirteen years.
When comparing these two studies the results show a definite change in teachers'
attitudes about the practice of ability grouping. But when looking at the raw data in the
current questionnaire most of the questions still show the majority answering positively for
ability grouping in the individual questions. It is puzzling then, that only about 30% of the
respondents practice ability grouping and 70% do not. Although half the respondents
indicated they were unaware of the research findings on ability grouping, the author's
personal experience has been that ability grouping in general has a reputation of being an
outdated and potentially negative practice. In discussions with educators from other
districts the question is often asked, "Are teachers still ability grouping in your district?"
This comment seems to reflect the prevailing negative attitude about ability grouping, which
may cause change in actual practice faster then change in belief systems. It could be that it
has become embarrassing for educators to admit to a straight ability grouping model for the
teaching of reading, whether they still believe it is an effective model or not.
RECOMMENDATIONS
It is recommended that this study be replicated in other school districts including
urban areas and different geographical locations.
Before replicating the questionnaire a number of changes need to be made in some of
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the questions. Written responses indicated that question number three, seven, and eight,
were difficult to answer yes or no to, and instead needed to have - high group, average
group, low group- as responses they could choose.
The questionnaire should either use the term homogeneous groups or ability groups
exclusively, or have a statement added that they are synonymous, as the author believes
there was confusion about these terms.
Question eleven should be changed from, "Do you think that research on the
effectiveness of ability grouping supports this strategy?", to" Do you think that research on
the effectiveness of ability grouping supports the strategy of ability grouping?", as the fact
that it follows question ten confuses the issue of what the strategy is.
Question twelve should be changed from "Which group benefits most ?", to " Which
group benefits most from ability grouping?"
Question number ten should be changed from "Do you currently use ability grouping
in you classroom?", to "How do you currently use ability grouping in your classroom?",
and the responses should be changed from "yes, no, and undecided", to "exclusively,
occasionally, and never".

APPENDIX A
QUESTIONNAIRE
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READING INSTRUCTION QUESTIONNAIRE
1. Do you think that placing of pupils into
homogeneous groups on the basis of test
scores (mastery tests or standardized
tests) is fairly accurate?

YES

NO

UNDECIDED

2. Do you feel from your experience that
grouping children for instruction on the
basis of abilities is instructionally
effective?

--

3. Is there a better spirit of cooperation
among students in homogeneous groups?

--

4. Do you find it easier to teach advanced
students in homogeneous groups?
5. Do you find it easier to teach average
students in homogeneous groups?
6. Do you find it easier to teach the lowachieving student in homogeneous groups?

7. Do students put forth more effort in
homogeneous groups?
8. Was discipline easier with homogeneous
groups?
9. Were students in the low group less
discouraged in the homogeneous groups?
10 .Do you currently use ability grouping in
your classroom?
11. Do you think that research on the
effectiveness of ability grouping supports
this strategy?
Low
12. Which group benefits most?
13. Comments on ability grouping

Ave.

High

All

APPENDIXB
QUESTIONNAIRE TOTAL SHEET
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)

READING INSTRUCTION QUESTIONNAIRE

YES

NO

2Q.

R

2. Do you feel from your experience that
grouping children for instruction on the
basis of abilities is instructionally
effective?

l6_

12..

3. Is there a better spirit of cooperation
among students in homogeneous groups?

21..

22

4. Do you find it easier to teach advanced
students in homogeneous groups?

~

2-

4-

l4..

ll..

_5_

6. Do you find it easier to teach the lowachieving student in homogeneous groups?

l6_

2Q_

L_

7. Do students put forth more effort in
homogeneous groups?

2Q..

ll.

lL

8. Was discipline easier with homogeneous
groups?

29

24

9. Were students in the low group less
discouraged in the homogeneous groups?

27

26...

10. Do you currently use ability grouping in
your classroom?

ll..

~

_1_

11. Do you think that research on the
effectiveness of ability grouping supports
this strategy?

li

li..

21_

Low

Ave.
i_

1. Do you think that placing of pupils into
homogeneous groups on the basis of test
scores (mastery tests or standardized
tests) is fairly accurate?

5. Do you find it easier to teach average
students in homogeneous groups?

12. Which group benefits most?
13. Comments on ability grouping

L

UNDECIDED

High

All

ll
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APPENDIXC
COVER LETTER
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Dear Eastmont Educator,

As part of my work toward a master's degree I am replicating a survey, done by Wilson
and Schmits thirteen years ago, to determine current practices and attitudes regarding
ability grouping for reading instruction.

Knowing the value of your time I have included a tea bag in the hopes that you will take a
brief break from your busy schedule to complete this questionnaire.

Your individual questionnaire will not be identifiable and information you provide will be
kept confidential. All schools participating will receive a compilation of current practices in
reading instruction as gathered from available research.

Please return the questionnaire, in the attached envelope, through the district mail system.

Thank you,

Sherry Anderson
Cascade Elementary
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ALTERNATIVE INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES
TO ABILITY GROUPING
INDEPENDENT SILENT READING
Independent Silent Reading is an effective way to individualize reading instruction
(Dawson, 1983). Some of the time children spend filling out reading skill dittos needs to
be traded for quiet time where students simply read silently. Wood and O'Donnell (1991)
state: "Research has clearly demonstrated that the amount of independent silent reading
children do in school is significantly related to gains in reading achievement" (p. 101).
Allington (1977) has long been an advocate of silent reading during class time. He states
that "To develop skill and fluency in reading one must practice the act of reading" (p. 58).
Dawson.(1983) justifies this type of time use as follows: "Independent reading is a major
source of vocabulary growth and reading fluency is significantly related to reading
achievement gains" (p. 364).
COOPERATIVE LEARNING
Harp (1989) and Dawson (1983) support cooperative learning as a strong
alternative to ability grouping. Cooperative learning is a model that uses heterogeneous
groups of two to five students that work on team tasks and are rewarded on the basis of a
team's overall performance. This method usually consists of four components: (1) teacher
instruction, (2) team practice (which envolves student directed mastery of the material
given), (3) individual assessment, and (4) team recognition (which includes some type of
group attention or reward for achievement). The individual assessment component can be
accomplished in several different ways. Group scores can be determined by a sum of
individual scores, or points can be awarded according to each member's improvement
when compared to their previous score. This last method allows lower aptitude students to
make contributions to the team's overall score.

In all of the approaches reviewed the motivation is caused by students helping each
other learn. All members are held accountable for their own learning, thus student
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responsibility for learning is being taught, and it puts students in a more equitable learning
environment as all members of the group have an equal opportunity to contribute.
Stevens, Madden, Slavin, and Farnish (1987) developed a program called
Cooperative Integrated Reading and Composition (CIRC) which uses ·a cooperative
learning approach to reading, writing and language arts instruction. The major focuses of
this program are as follows:
(1) Cooperative teams were used to increase the effectiveness of basal story follow-up

activities. These activities were closely related to instruction. A cooperative reward
system was used for motivation.
(2) Research by Dahl (1979) and Samuels (1979) showed positive effects on decoding
and comprehension from the practice of oral reading. Therefore this program trained
students to appropriately respond to each others reading and then gave them time to read
aloud to a partner and receive feedback as to their performance.
(3) Cooperative teams were also used to help students learn reading comprehension skills.
Students practiced the skills of prediction, character identification, and determining the
setting, problems, solutions, and summarizing the main idea.
(4) The CIRC program used a writing process approach to writing and language arts.
Mechanics were integrated in the writing process in which peers planned, edited and
revised their writing in close collaboration. Reading and writing were integrated and
focus was put on transferring skills between disciplines. The following is a detailed
description of the cycle of instruction followed in the CIRC program:
THE CIRC PROGRAM
The five main elements of the program are:
1. Basal - related activities
2. Direct instruction in reading comprehension
3. Integrated language arts and writing
4. Reading groups are homogeneous
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5. Learning teams are heterogeneous
Instruction Cycle
1. Introduce new story, new skills and/or vocabulary in reading groups.
2. Team consensus - teacher guided practice where cooperative teams answer
questions and receive guidance, feedback, and reteaching if necessary.
3. Team practice - independent work on follow-up activities. On completion
teacher or teammate corrects and advises on improvement needed. After completion of all
activities quizzes are taken to assess mastery. Individual scores are combined to obtain
team scores for recognition purposes.
Reading Groups
First, students reading level is determined and they are placed in a group according
to that level.
Teams
Pairs are formed in reading groups and then these pairs are matched with another
pair from a different level reading group, thus the composition could be two low readers
and two high readers or another combination. Members receive points on individual
performance on work and all four members' scores make the team score. Teams that have
score averages of 90% are "superteams" and those with 80 - 89% are "greatteams".
Basal-Related Activities
Each group meets with the teacher for approximately twenty minutes. Teachers
introduce the basal story, set a purpose for reading, work on vocabulary and discuss the
story after reading. These sessions deal with vocabulary in the areas of word meaning,
word attack and oral fluency. Story discussion covers prediction and the understanding of
the major structural components of the story.
When not in their reading groups students work in their heterogeneous teams on
cooperative follow-up activities. These activities should be directly related to the reading
group instruction and basal story.
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Team Activities
a. Partner reaclin~ - The story is first read silently and then orally, alternating after
each paragraph, and the listener offers correction when errors occur. Originators of this
method have found that this process gives students practice at decoding in context which
enhances decoding ability (Dahl, 1978; Samuels, 1979). This process also allows lots of
opportunity for the teacher to assess each student's oral reading progress.
b. Story structure and story - related writing - Students answer questions for each
narrative story emphasizing the story grammar (Stevens et al., 1987). After reading half
the story students are asked to stop reading and to describe the setting, the main characters
and their problem in the story, and to predict the ending or resolution. This process is
believed to improve comprehension (Fitzgerald & Spiegel, 1983; Palincsar & Brown,
1984; Short & Ryan, 1982).
At the end of the story, students answer questions about the problem resolution and
also do some paragraph writing on a topic related to the story. An example of problem
resolution would be to have the students write an ending that substantiates their earlier
prediction. This activity combines the skills of elaborating on their reading and relating
their reading to their prior knowledge (Wittrock, 1981).
c. Words out loud - A list of new words is given to the students with instructions
to practice each with partners so that they can read them in order, with no hesitation or
errors. The goal is to avoid difficulty in decoding during reading which interferes with
comprehension (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974; Perfetti, 1985).

d. Word meaning - A vocabulary list is given and students are instructed to find the
definitions, paraphrase the definition, and write a sentence using the word such that the
reader would understand the word's meaning (e.g. As I looked through the kaliedoscope I
saw many different patterns and colors).

e. Story retelling - After reading the story and discussing it in their reading groups,
they regroup with their partners, and summarize and paraphrase the story for each other to
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enhance comprehension of what has been read.
f. Spelling - Working in pairs, students pretest each other on a spelling list.
Students use a 'disappearing list' strategy in which they make new lists
of missed words after each peer assessment until the list disappears. Then
they return to the full list, repeating the process as many times as necessary to
master all of the spelling words. (Stevens et al., 1987, p.439)
Partner Checking
Teams are provided forms where they can check each other off after successful
completion of each task. Guidance is given on daily pacing but students can proceed at
their own pace. Those that finish early can spend the additional time in independent
reading.

A comprehension test is given after three class periods. The students are also
required to write meaningful sentences for each vocabulary word and read the word list
orally to the teacher. Students receive individual grades and teams obtain weekly scores
based on these test results.
Direct Instruction In Reading Comprehension
One day of each week is spent on direct instruction of specific reading
comprehension skills such as: main idea, drawing conclusions, and comparing and
contrasting ideas. Team members practice the skills through worksheets or games but in a
specific way. First they practice with teammates to gain consensus and then the students
practice independently on similar problems. After independent practice students compare
results and discuss differences.
Integrated Language Arts And Writing
The lessons are teacher-directed and begin with instruction on writing complete
sentences, then move step-by-step to narrative writing, descriptive writing and other
genres. Language mechanics are not taught as separate skills but are integrated in the
writing activities as aids to improve writing.
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A process approach is used for writing in which teammates edit and revise writing.

The editing forms address both grammar and content and start out simple but evolve in
complexity.
Independent Reading
Twenty minutes of home reading in a book of their choice is required daily.
Parents sign for the accuracy of the student's reading and the forms are returned weekly.
Teams earn points for the forms returned. At least one book report is required every two
weeks per student and no other reading or language arts homework is assigned.
L. Madden (1988) also endorses cooperative learning for reading instruction and
reminds teachers that students are not only gaining experience in reading tasks but also
learning to function productively as a group member. He cautions teachers to prepare
students for cooperative groups by first developing interaction skills through affective
activities and recommends starting small with one-third to one-half of the class in
cooperative groups while the rest of the students are working on other independent reading
activities.
PAIRED READING
Topping(l 989) found many advantages in a technique of peer tutoring called Paired
Reading. Topping states that this technique "allows for tutees to be supported through
texts of higher readability levels than they would be able to read independently" (p. 490).
This method was originally designed for home use but has proven successful in many
settings and environments. In this program tutees are allowed to choose their own book to
read as long as it fits into their tutor's competency range. The book should be a little above
the tutee's independent reading level to ensure adequate tutor participation and stimulation.
This method also assures interest and challenge for the tutee as he has chosen the book.
On sections that are difficult for the tutee, the tutor joins in orally, adapting to the tutee's
natural reading speed. The tutor corrects miscues and has the tutee repeat them correctly.
When the tutee feels comfortable with the material again he signals the tutor to stop reading
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and continues alone again. A five second delay by the tutee at any time in the reading
would cause the tutor to join in again. Tutors give praise for correct reading at regular
intervals and discuss difficult words with the tutee when necessary. When instituting this
program teachers should take care to match students carefully, considering not only
students' reading ability but also existing relationships. It is suggested that stand-by tutors
be secured to cover absences and start small, with just a few pair, and build up as students
are interested. When starting the program it is suggested that you commit to the program
for six weeks and during that time you have a minimum of at least three sessions a week of
about fifteen minutes a session. In the interest of good communications it is a good idea to
send home some information about the program and the advantages it has for all students.
It is also suggested that you get parent permission for the children to participate. Training
of students is necessary and should consist of modeling and practice with
teachers monitoring the quality of practice.
Some practical disadvantages may arise with this method. Space is generally a
problem in the classroom and this activity does require extra space. Noise control is also a
factor and students must be taught to monitor the volume of their voices. This method also
has some real advantages. The majority of student interaction is positive and the effects
endure past the tutoring session. Existing materials can be used. Students develop
discipline, social skills, reading achievement gains, and positive attitudes toward reading
(Topping, 1989).
Another variation of the paired reading idea is offered by Azarowicz
(1983). The Shared Silent Reading Method usually works with pairs but one student "the
reader" reads silently while the other student "the listener" works on some quiet task such
as drawing or working on some content area busy work. At appropriate times the reader
orally shares their ideas with the listener and then continues reading. If the reading is
content related the students have questions to answer or information to find. The reader
locates the information, paraphrases it for the listener, and answers any questions the
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listener might have. When done properly this activity would benefit both partners. The
listener and reader both receive information but the reader also gains practice in
paraphrasing, summarizing and explaining ideas.
Another application is to have two students read different books on the same
subject. Their common objective would be to find out what the two authors believe about
the subject. They could combine the information or compare and contrast the authors'
views. A variation on this theme is to pair a high and a low reader with books on the same
subject but at appropriate reading levels for each. The students could work together to
combine information for a joint report.
Students must be taught this process initially but become self-directed with
experience. Azarowicz stresses six rules on which to model behavior: (1) break into the
partner's reading courteously, (2) paraphrase and quote pertinent facts, (3) agree and
disagree about appropriate answers courteously, (4) listen carefully to partner's ideas, (5)
give partners time to read and time to explain orally, and (6) use both partners' ideas in the
final statement.
FLEXIBLE GROUPING
One interpretation of flexible grouping is that the group membership changes
frequently. In a flexible group periodic diagnosis and observation should insure
movement to a different ability level when appropriate. Flexible grouping can also mean
that students divide their reading time between groups based on like ability, whole group
instruction, and groups based on some other criteria which would often result in a
heterogeneous mix of students.
Young (1990) sees flexible grouping as a plan where whole group instruction is the
mode of delivery for the main concepts needed by all students, but individual small groups
are then pulled by the teacher to serve specific needs. "The most effective teachers use a
combination of whole group and small group instruction" (p.174). One of these small
groups might be called a needs group where a heterogeneous mix of students would be

49

pulled together to work on similar skill nt:.e.<ls. They work in this group until they
demonstrate mastery at which point their grouping would change. Young also promotes
the use of interest groups, as a strong interest in a subject greatly increases motivation to
read material and often allows students to transcend previous ability levels. This allows
students of various skill levels to work together successfully and leads to an improved
attitude toward reading.
Unsworth (1984) describes theme-based reading units where students are grouped
as independent learners, average learners, below average learners or highly-dependent
learners. Students move through centers and whole group instruction with varying
degrees of teacher interaction and regroup heterogeneously for sharing and concluding. In
his plan groups are not permanent but break-up and reform according to need. The group
sizes range from two to three to whole group, and membership is not fixed.
Unsworth (1984) breaks a forty minute time allotment into three to four activities
which fit into three categories: (1) teacher interactive, (2) teacher supervised, and (3)
teacher independent. The highly dependent student would spend more time in category
one and two while the independent learner would spend more time in category three
activities.
Unsworth (1984) offered a number of flexible grouping principles to guide
teachers. Regarding the composition of groups he advised that they should be
impermanent and needs oriented, with size ranging from whole group, to membership of
only two or three students. Regarding group management, he stresses the importance of
having a classroom plan to supervise task achievement, and giving clear feedback to
students about their progress. For highest efficiency the groups should be separated as
much as possible. Regarding task types he recommends that student needs and interests be
the focus and directions for each group must be easily understood and accessible. There
should be independent follow-up activities for early finishers and the total program should
provide a variety of activities.
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He suggests that students go through a sequence of tlll'ee learning tasks
documented by McCullough and Towery (1976) as follows:
FIRST TASK - Students read an extract from a reference book on a subject to gain
a knowledge base including both a historical background and a view of current application.
Students then answer questions on the subject. An option would be to tape the passage
material and present it in a listening post with follow-up questioning.
SECOND TASK - Students investigate a problem that arises from the previous
reading. The following is a sample procedure for the problem; "How much truth is there
in astrological prediction?"
1. Decide on a hypothesis on the validity or the invalidity of astrological
prediction.
2. Look up your personal zodiac sign.
3. List the local newspaper's prediction for your sign for three days.
4. List the actual happenings in your life for three days.
5. Compare lists after three days.
6. Make a conclusion about your hypothesis based on collected data.
THIRD TASK - A number of related reading materials are collected both by
students and teachers. These materials should range from resource material to popular
opinion and care should be taken to secure a balance. The students then simply silent read
from the collection.
Although students' motivation to complete these assignments would probably be
high because of the personal nature of the material, some individuals would definitely need
more help to accomplish these tasks then others. While task one and three could be quite
independent, task two would require varying degrees of teacher help depending on the type
of learner.
Unsworth (1984) groups students into four categories with the qualification that
none should be classified as strictly belonging in a certain group, they vary according to
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the nature and context of the learning task at hand" (p.301). His categories are:
independent learners (IL), average learners (AL), just below average learners (BL), and
highly dependent learners (HD).
Instruction also varies and can be placed in three categories: (1) teacher interactive
- composed of direct instruction and intensive teacher-student interaction, (2) teacher
supervised - where teacher gives occasional guidance, and (3) teacher independent - in
which the teacher is not actively involved in the learning process.
The following is a slightly modified version of Unsworth's (1984) grouping
schedule using the astrological prediction activity described on page 54:
Flexible Grouping Schedule

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Teacher
interactive

Teacher
supervised

Intensive
teaching

Directed
applied
reading task

Teacher independent

Audiovisual
presentation

Independent
recreational
reading

40 min
All groups: Teacher arouses pupil motivation, introduces
learning sequence, clarifies task demands, announces
group membership and schedule, and reads to class.
15 min.
HD
AL
IL
BL
15 min.
HD
BL
IL
AL
10 min.
All groups: Teacher gives feedback & models reading
20 min.
BL
HD (use
IL
AL
20 min.
AL
HD aide help) BL
IL
20 min.
IL
BL
AL
HD
20 min
BL
AL
IL
HD
40 min.
HD
BL AL IL
40 min.
All groups: Teacher redivides into new groups based on
zodiac signs for sharing information and drawing
conclusions.
40 min.
New groups report to the whole class.

IL = independent learners
AL = average learners
BL = just below average learners
HD = highly dependent learners
Students are introduced to the unit in a large group, and each station and the
accompanying tasks are described.
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DAY ONE - Unsworth (1984) recommends adding a little hype to increase
motivation such as background music and a foil dome at the listening station, and some
basic equipment such as clip boards, folders and charts for the problem investigation
station. The student's role as researchers should be brought out, and the schedule would
be gone over and posted so students know what they're doing each day. The teacher could
further motivate students by choosing short interesting excerpts from the independent
reading materials to share.
DAY TWO - The HD students would spend two sessions with the teacher to
prepare them for their work in the problem investigation portion. The teacher may have to
supply the horoscope source material as they may not have brought the material from
home. The teacher could model the process by listing her own horoscope predictions from
the paper and then listing the actual happenings in her life. Comparing the two lists could
be modeled and discussion about conclusions could be encouraged.
At the same time the BL and AL groups alternate at the listening station and the
independent reading station for their two sessions. The IL group spends two sessions at
the independent reading station, but may be working on their hypothesis for task two as
well.
The last ten minutes or so of the lesson would take a whole group format to discuss
processing and progress, and share some of the independent reading information.
DAY THREE - The teacher spends one session with the BL group and one session
with the AL group going through a modeling process similar to day two but only as
detailed as the student's needs require. The HD group has moved to their problem
investigation and works on their own for two sessions except for occasional checking by
the teacher. The IL group completes the listening station and finishes with the independent
reading station. The BL and AL groups spend their other session in independent reading.
DAY FOUR - The IL group works with the teacher during the first session to
clarify the work they will do in the problem investigation station. They then proceed to
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working on the problem for their second session. Both the BL and AL work on their
problem investigation for the first session and join the teacher for the second session to
discuss their progress and get help. The HD group completes the listening station and
proceeds to independent reading.
DAY FIVE - The HD group works with the teacher for two sessions checking
progress and difficulties and getting all work completed. All other groups are also
completing their work with occasional teacher monitoring. All groups are expected to
complete their problem investigation this day.
DAY SIX - All groups come back together and are regrouped according to their
zodiac sign. These new groups combine and discuss their data and try to come to a
conclusion about their experiences and predictions.
DAY SEVEN - Each zodiac group reports their findings to the whole class.
With this plan all students have been able to work at the same tasks, receiving
the appropriate instruction for their abilities and participating in tasks of high cognitive
demand. They have also had the experience of working with all kinds of students as they
have had whole group, ability group, and heterogeneous group settings and all have felt a
part of a common curriculum. Unsworth ( 1984) focuses on the importance of the
individual educator when he states:
Progress toward more open, individualized, small group learning in
classrooms depends on teachers developing sophisticated approaches
to reorganizing learning. The key issue is the importance of
professional educators maintaining a personal and individual
response to the developing needs of young learners in the face of
pressure toward uniform, mechanical, prepackaged solutions.
(p. 303)
LITERATURE-BASED READING
Literature-based reading programs are enjoying current popularity as evidenced by
the large amount of journal articles being written about the subject. Weaver (1988)
describes literature-based reading as presentations and activities where "children become
involved with quality literature on both a personal and group basis" (p.253). She believes
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that the concepts of reflecLion and dialogue are of primary importance in this approach.
Zarrillo (1989) defines literature-based reading as student activities and instructional
practices where students use numerous and varied types of reading material including
novels, short stories, plays, poems, and informational books. Therefore exact definitions
may vary with individuals, but the general idea is that students are taught reading through
various forms of children's literature rather than a prescribed basal reading plan.
Eldredge and Butterfield (1986) tested five teaching strategies on second grade
students. These strategies compared traditional basal instruction in homogeneous groups
to basal instruction in heterogeneous groups using paired reading methods, to a literaturebased program also using paired reading methods. Some groups were also taught a special
non-basal decoding program developed by Eldredge in 1984. Of the five methods studied
achievement gains were highest in both literature groups over the three basal plans. The
literature group with the added special encoding received the highest gains of all. Eldredge
and Butterfield summarized that "The use of children's literature to teach children to read
had a positive effect upon students' achievement and attitudes toward reading - much
greater than the traditional methods used .... The use of heterogeneous grouping did affect
achievement positively" (p.35).
This study gives strong support to teachers that want to teach children to read
through literature. Although the readibility of most of the literature used was found to be
third, fourth and above, the second grade students successfully read and enjoyed reading
these books and achievement and attitudes toward reading were improved (Eldredge &
Butterfield, 1986).
Zarrillo(1989) describes two studies on literature-based reading programs from
1986 to 1988 in the California Public Schools. He identified three teacher interpretations
of literature-based reading:
(1) Core book interpretation - Core books are selections that are taught in the classroom,
are given close reading and intensive consideration, and are likely to stimulate writing and
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discussion. In primary grades activities center around a big book, and in intermediate
grades classes have sets of novels which everyone reads and from which assignments are
based.
(2) Literature book interpretation -The literature is unified by an element such as a genre,
an author, or a theme from social studies or science. Books that exemplify the concept are
read aloud by the teacher. Successful implementation of a literature unit involves the
teacher finding a balance of common activities and student-selected options.
(3) Self-selection and pacing interpretation - "In self-selection and self-pacing programs
require children to choose their reading material, read at their own pace, and conference
periodically with the teacher. After a child finishes reading a book, the book is placed in a
special basket with the child's name on a bookmark. The teacher schedules conferences on
the basis of who has completed a book, or who has gone more than eight school days
without a conference" (p. 26).
Zarrillo (1989) found five common elements in all successful programs:
(1) The presentation of literature. This occurs by the teacher reading aloud or by using

Readers Theatre where children present a chapter of a novel or an entire book through a
rehearsed oral reading. Other dramatic fom1s are used including professionally produced
films, filmstrips, and student-acted plays.
(2) Children's response to literature. There are five categories of response to literature
activities which are successful, and all involve the teacher's use of interpretive questions.
Students are asked to predict, evaluate a character's action, respond from the character's
point of view, share related personal experiences, or simply to respond to the story in
writing.
(3) Individualized time. Students read books of their own choosing and respond to the
book through a variety of project choices including dioramas, advertisements, book
jackets, mini-plays, journals, or letters to the characters.
(4) Teacher-directed lessons. Self-selection classroom - The teacher works with children
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who need extra help on word recognition and meaning. Teaching is done through
discussion on what each child is reading and writing and conferencing is on a individual
basis. Literature unit classroom - Lessons are taught in small groups and relate to the
unit's unifying element.

Core book classrooms - Teachers focus on information about

the author, literary devices, development of character and plot, and content area topics
related to the core book. The teaching is usually done in a whole group setting.
(5) Projects. Children work together to produce a variety of projects. These projects
should be an extension of the book which increase the student's concept understanding,
while the main focus and the majority of time should be spent on the act of reading.
Zarrillo (1989) finds that successful programs combine all three interpretations and
incorporate the five common elements. He cautions against the practice of forcing all
students to read any one particular core book as that practice does not allow for individual
reading ability and interests. He suggests the literature is too often forced into a textbook
mold where it loses its power. He recommends balancing common activities and student
selected activities, and recommends being flexible in forming groups.
One problem that may arise in self-selection programs is access to enough high
quality books. One of the teachers studied only had 150 books while another teacher had
gradually acquired 1,000. Also literature unit themes must be chosen with care to assure
accessibility to enough material for rich learning. Zarrillo (1989) advises basing units on
genres of literature, authors, social studies content and science topics to achieve
meaningful learning and to avoid "cute" topics that trivialize curriculum.
A number of local grade school educators have implemented a self-selection, selfpaced, literature based program which emcompasses all of Zarrillo's built-in elements.
Brown (1991) presented her program in a workshop at Columbia Elementary School in
Wenatchee in November. Brown and others at Columbia are finding the program very
successful at building enthusiasm about reading. The program is new and at this time does
not test for achievement gains.
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Dcing accountable for what is taught in reading is a current pressure being placed
on educators. Paradis, Chatton, Boswell, Smith and Yovich (1991), educators with
extensive experience in literature-based instruction at the elementary level, worked together
for a year to find an instrument to assess comprehension in literature groups. They felt
that standardized tests did not accurately assess their students' abilities. Their goal was to
find informal assessment tools for both small group discussion and individual, student teacher interaction. Their year of work convinced them that pre-determined skill lists
developed by others did not work well. Assessment tools and recording instruments
needed to be personally developed to meet individual class needs.
Only the teachers knew what children should do in their classrooms to
demonstrate comprehension. Each teacher had to decide the specific
indicators for that classroom. The day has passed of telling a teacher,
"This is the list of skills to be mastered for comprehension." (p.17)
A practical approach might be to start with their evolved comprehension indicators
(appendix E), but accept that change for a fit to your own individual style is inevitable.

APPENDIXE
COMPREHENTION ACCOUNTABILITY FORM
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Comprehension Accountability Form

Student Name:- - - - - - - - -

Week of:---------

Main idea
Summarize - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Author's p u r p o s e - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Understands purpose of t i t l e - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Association/Comparison
Can recognize and d i s c u s s - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -plot _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

~

-setting __________________________
-characters - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - -- - - - as they relate to own experiences.
Elaboration
prediction ________________________
subtle humor
----------------------inference _________________________
questions asked ______________________
recall __________________________
picture o b s e r v a t i o n - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Reaction
body language _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

~

facial e x p r e s s i o n - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Application
applies literary pattern to own writing and speaking.

Comments:____________________________

